Sweet itch: responses of clinically normal and affected horses to intradermal challenge with extracts of biting insects.
In a study of the skin reactivity of horses with lesions of sweet itch, six clinically normal horses and seven affected horses were challenged intradermally with extracts of Culicoides, Stomoxys, Tabanidae and Culex species. All the affected horses and three of the normal horses responded strongly to the culicoides extract. The skin reactions in the affected horses reached their maxima within 4 h in the majority of animals. Skin reactivity to culicoides was transferred to normal horses with serum from affected animals confirming that the reaction was an immediate hypersensitivity reaction. Three of the seven affected animals gave both immediate and delayed reactions when challenged with the culicoides extract. When the dermal reactions of 12 clinically normal and 10 affected horses were compared at 20 mins and 1 h after challenge, the reactions produced by the culicoides extract were significantly (P less than 0.025) greater in the affected than in the normal horses. Individual horses gave strong reactions to extracts of Stomoxys, Culex and Tabanidae species, but no consistent response was evident among the affected animals. Serum from horses with sweet itch sensitised the skin of normal horses to challenge with extracts of the biting flies and the transferred antibodies remained bound to the skin of the recipient horse for 72 h or longer. Although some variation among the affected horses occurred in passive transfer experiments, the response to Culicoides species extracts was consistently greater than for the other insect extracts tested.